ISSUESQANSWERS

‘REL

WEST

Regional Educational Laboratory
At WestEd

REL 2008-No. 035

Course-taking
natterns and
oreparation for
postsecondary
education in
California’s
public university
systems among
minority youth




ISSUES&ANSWERS REL 2008-No. 035

'REL

WEST

Regional Educational Laboratory
At WestEd

Course-taking patterns and preparation
for postsecondary education
in California’s public university
systems among minority youth

Summary

January 2008

Prepared by

Neal D. Finkelstein
WestEd

Anthony B. Fong
WestEd

® NATIONAL CENTER for
EDUCATION EVALUATION
AnD REGIONAL ASSISTANCE



REL @&

At WestEd

Issues & Answers is an ongoing series of reports from short-term Fast Response Projects conducted by the regional educa-
tional laboratories on current education issues of importance at local, state, and regional levels. Fast Response Project topics
change to reflect new issues, as identified through lab outreach and requests for assistance from policymakers and educa-
tors at state and local levels and from communities, businesses, parents, families, and youth. All Issues & Answers reports
meet Institute of Education Sciences standards for scientifically valid research.

January 2008

This report was prepared for the Institute of Education Sciences (IES) under Contract ED-06-CO-0014 by Regional Edu-
cational Laboratory West administered by WestEd. The content of the publication does not necessarily reflect the views or
policies of IES or the U.S. Department of Education nor does mention of trade names, commercial products, or organiza-
tions imply endorsement by the U.S. Government.

This report is in the public domain. While permission to reprint this publication is not necessary, it should be cited as:
Finkelstein, N.D., & Fong, A.B. (2008). Course-taking patterns and preparation for postsecondary education in California’s
public university systems among minority youth. (Issues & Answers Report, REL 2008—No. 035). Washington, DC: U.S. De-
partment of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education Evaluation and Regional Assistance,

Regional Educational Laboratory West. Retrieved from http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs

This report is available on the regional educational laboratory web site at http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs.



Summary

Course-taking patterns and preparation

for postsecondary education
in California’s public university
systems among minority youth

This report finds that the high school pro-
gram for college preparation begins in 9th
grade and that making up missed prepara-
tory courses and academic content is likely to
be difficult for students who put off college-
preparatory work until later in their high
school career.

Throughout the states served by the West Regional
Educational Laboratory education leaders and
policymakers have raised concerns about high
school achievement patterns and preparedness
for college, especially for student groups that have
traditionally been underrepresented in higher
education (Kirst & Venezia, 2004; Gandara, Horn,
and Orfield, 2005). Although the issue has reso-
nated throughout the region, it was brought into
sharp focus in California by passage of Proposition
209 in 1996, which eliminated affirmative action
in public employment, contracting, and educa-
tion. In a state whose high school population has
growing proportions of ethnic and socioeconomic
groups that have little college-going history, the
post-Proposition 209 period has been crucial for
developing policy to reverse the decline in admis-
sion rates for African American, Hispanic, and
American Indian students. Both of California’s
public university systems—California State
University (CSU) and the University of California
(UC)—continue to focus on how to ensure that
more students from these groups are prepared for
and enter the state’s public universities.

With affirmative action in admissions off the table
the systems shifted to maintaining university
access for students who are broadly thought of as
“educationally disadvantaged” (Strategic Review

Panel on UC Educational Outreach, 2003). Within
this category are students who come from low-
income families, who attend schools with a limited
college-preparatory curriculum, and who would
be in the first generation of their family to attend
college. One of the University of California’s key
admissions policy changes is the Eligibility in the
Local Context (ELC) program, which “seeks to
identify and enroll the top 4 percent of students
in all of California’s high schools, including rural
and urban schools that have not traditionally sent
significant numbers of students to the University”
(Robinson, 2003, p. 2). To be eligible, students
must have satisfactorily completed a specific
pattern of 11 approved courses (called the “a-g”
requirements) and have a minimum cumulative
grade point average (GPA) of 2.0 by the end of
their junior year.

ELC program staff who review student transcripts
noticed a disconcerting trend among students
from low-performing schools that serve high per-
centages of educationally disadvantaged students.
Many students appeared to be missing required
college-preparatory courses, rendering them
ineligible for the program even if they otherwise
ranked in the top of their high school class.

Efforts to increase high school success and college
readiness for all students can take many forms,
from improving dropout prevention to mak-

ing sure that there is a highly qualified teacher

in every classroom. But all students also need
access to a standard college-preparatory cur-
riculum. In California that curriculum includes
the a-g requirements, which account for approxi-
mately three-fifths of a student’s total high school
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program and, depending on the student’s grades
in these courses, are seen as evidence of core
academic preparation. A student who has a high
GPA but who has not met all a-g requirements will
not be eligible for admission to either university
system.

This report examines the extent to which Cali-
fornia high school students fail to meet the high
school course requirements for admission to Cali-
fornia’s four-year public universities. It investigates
students’ course-taking patterns and whether the
courses they take meet the universities” entrance
requirements. Because students from a variety

of minority groups have been and continue to be
underrepresented in California’s colleges and uni-
versities, this study includes a subgroup analysis
by ethnicity.

The study documents patterns of high school
course-taking associated with preparation for
college and entry into two-year California commu-
nity colleges and four-year CSU and UC institu-
tions. The findings demonstrate a consistent pat-
tern: students who complete college-preparatory
courses in 9th grade begin a clear trajectory that
continues throughout high school. Compared with
students who do not take key college preparatory
courses in 9th grade, students who do take these
courses have a higher probability of meeting the
complete set of CSU and UC course requirements.
Students who fall off the college-preparatory track
early in high school tend to move ever further
from a complete college-preparatory program as
they progress through high school. These patterns
are examined by ethnicity and the overall perfor-
mance of the school that a student attends.

Specific findings include:

+  Completing one year of college-preparatory
English and mathematics in 9th grade is
an enormous challenge for many students.
As early as the end of 9th grade more than
a third of the students in the sample did
not meet the CSU and UC requirement in
English, and more than 40 percent of the
students had not completed two semesters of

college-preparatory mathematics. More than
a fifth of students (23 percent) missed both
requirements.

By the end of high school less than a quarter of
the students in the sample had fulfilled both
the subject and GPA requirements for CSU

and UC admission. Students are much more
likely to not fulfill the subject requirements,

an outcome tied directly to high school course
enrollment. Many students are simply not en-
rolling in enough a-g courses to meet CSU and
UC requirements, a pattern that begins as soon
as students enter high school. For example,
only 40 percent of African American students
in 9th grade are enrolled in the courses that
would meet CSU and UC requirements.

Disaggregating by student ethnicity yields
large differences in education attainment.
For example, about half of Asian and White
students have completed at least four units of
English by the end of 12th grade, compared
with about a third of Hispanic and African
American students. This ethnicity gap in
completion appears in mathematics and labo-
ratory science as well.

For students with similar GPAs after the first
semester of high school, future college readi-
ness depends on the school they attend. With
equivalent grades after the fall semester of 9th
grade, students in better performing schools
are more likely to meet CSU and UC require-
ments upon finishing high school than are
students in poorer performing schools.

An early and complete sequence of courses
raises a student’s chance of attending a four-
year California public college over a two-year
California community college after high
school. Students who take algebra I or higher,
English, and a language other than English
in 9th grade are more likely to attend a CSU
or UC institution than a two-year community
college.
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